
 “Being a teacher has always been my dream” 
Who becomes a teacher, why, and how are they 
prepared for the role? 
 
 

Even though we have trained more new teachers over the past decade than ever before, 
South Africa still has a teacher shortage. We need between 20 000 to 30 000 newly-qualified 
teachers each year to replace the teachers leaving the system, and to keep the current 
teacher-pupil ratio steady1,2. We also need enough of these new teachers to be qualified to 
teach specialized subjects, like Maths and Physical Science – and to understand, teach, and 
teach in different local languages, especially in the Foundation Phase. 
 
Professor Servaas van der Berg, who holds a National Research Chair in Social Policy at 
Stellenbosch University, doesn’t believe the increase in enrolments in Initial Teacher 
Education programmes means that scores of promising educators are rushing to sign up for 
an attractive occupation: “On average across all degree courses,” he says, “trainee teachers 
were the weakest performers at school. Many came up through a bad system of schooling 
themselves, and education degrees are a route to university – a way to access bursary or 
scholarship funding.” 
 
Studies3 confirm that increased enrolment in teaching courses is mostly due to lower 
admission requirements, the course being less academically challenging, and greater 
availability of financial support, but these are not the only reasons why students enrol to 
become teachers. Dr Nhlanhla Mpofu, director for teaching and learning at the Sol Plaatje 
University in Kimberley refers to people who become teachers because of a true vocational 
calling as “the idealists”; they are drawn to teaching because they want to make a 
difference in their communities.  
 
But they arrive in the classroom and their ideals are shattered... They expected to at least 
have basic support in terms of resources; and they expected the learners to be well 
behaved. The conflict between their expectations and the reality confuses them. These are 
the teachers who become so demoralised that they choose to leave the teaching profession 
or else they become cynics... And in turn, they influence younger beginner teachers.” 
 
While Professor Jan Heystek, research director in North West University’s Faculty of 
Education, agrees that the people selected to become teachers are not necessarily the best 
quality students we can get, he says this is made worse by the fact that universities are not 
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coping with the numbers of people studying to teach. “They do not have sufficient facilities, 
infrastructure and staff allocations to do the job,” he explains.  
 
Prof. van der Berg puts it more bluntly: “Universities are not teaching teachers to teach. It’s 
not an easy job. You have to equip someone with a skill and help them develop a process.” 
 
So it’s not only about who is being taught – or not – at universities, but also about what is 
being taught that is impacting our education system: a major weakness is getting 
the fundamentals right. As Dr Nic Spaull, a senior researcher in the Economics Department 
at Stellenbosch University, has stressed on numerous occasions: “Foundation Phase 
teachers do not know (and have never been taught) how to teach reading,” which he 
believes is a major contributor to South Africa’s poor learning outcomes. 
 
“Teaching is a people-interactive activity. You need to be able to build the trust and respect 
of learners, and you need to be fair. These are simple principles, but I’m not sure that 
student teachers get enough exposure on how to interact along these principles,” explains 
Heystek. “Also, we don’t teach for what I call the ‘extremes’ – such as the incidents of 
violent crimes that we are increasingly seeing in our schools. Our teachers are not trained or 
equipped to deal with these.” 
 
When it comes to teacher training, it’s not all doom and gloom, however. Richard*, a 
principal from a rural primary school in the Eastern Cape says: “The Department [of 
Education] has really come to the party by embarking on in-service training for teachers – 
this is not only for curriculum-related matters, but also to equip educators with financial 
skills, computer skills, etc.” 
 
Adds Amanda Julies, a student teacher from Oudtshoorn in the Western Cape: “When I 
started as a teaching assistant, I was shocked to see small children berating or swearing at 
teachers, but we attended a training workshop on learner discipline last Saturday, and there 
I saw that children won’t just be naughty for no reason - there is always something 
behind it. One must make sure you have enough background information.” 
 
Veteran educationalist, Professor John Volmink4, who has served as chairperson of the exam 
standards body, Umalusi, for six years, points to an intuitive truth when he says that “the 
quality of the education system cannot rise above the quality of the teachers.” 
 
He is, however, hugely optimistic about an important change among the country’s teacher 
unions. All of them, he says, including the powerful South African Democratic Teachers 
Union (SADTU), have set up professional development institutes; they’ve worked with JET 
Education Services5 and the Department of Basic Education to do this. These institutes have 
set professional standards for teachers – and that, according to Volmink, is a crucial shift. 
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“The focus until now has been on teachers’ subject knowledge. But teaching isn’t just about 
that – it’s also about professional behaviour and ethics. The institutes will help to shift 
teaching from a craft culture to a professional culture.” 
 
According to Prof. Heystek, educationalists around the country are working on practical 
teaching programmes to assist student teachers when they go out to schools to teach: 
“Huge efforts are under way to make sure that these programmes assist with training, but 
there are challenges when it comes to getting the trainee teachers into good enough 
schools. If you send a student teacher to a school where the quality of teaching is not up to 
scratch, they will not learn the correct ways of teaching.” 
 
Privani*, a principal at a school in Cape Town’s southern suburbs, acknowledges that 
teacher training is an issue, but believes there is a broader problem: how do you attract 
good, committed people to teaching when the people in schools already “feel despondent, 
disgraced, distressed and unappreciated?” 
 
A teacher for nearly 30 years, who has worked at all levels of the education system, Privani 
remembers a time when “teaching was considered a noble profession”. 
 
Some associate the waning status of teaching in South Africa with issues of remuneration. 
As Gauteng Education MEC Panyaza Lesufi recently noted in an interview6: “When we grew 
up, a teacher’s house was the most beautiful house. Now an educator that used to drive 
their own car must be in a taxi together with a child. Society’s respect for the profession has 
diminished, and has diminished badly.” 
 
There is indeed a general perception in South Africa that teachers are underpaid, with 
frequent media reports of teachers saying they are struggling to make ends meet and to pay 
off debt, driving some of them to resign in order to secure their pension funds7. 
 
However, Spaull recently pointed out that between 2010 and 2016 teacher salaries 
increased by 57%, compared to a 38% increase in the consumer price index. He reckons that 
the above-inflation salary increases combined with increased school enrolment in recent 
years have “translated into a significant decline in the purchasing power of expenditure on 
basic education between 2010 and 20178.” 
 
He explains: “In 2010 we spent R17 822 on average per child, dropping to R16 435 in 2017 
and projected to decrease further to R15 963 by 2019 (all in 2017 Rand). This is a 10% 
decline in funding per pupil in 10 years (2010 to 2019).” 
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Justine Quince, a strategic human resources consultant involved in the Public Schools 
Partnerships Pilot Project9, says that as of 1 April 2018, a new teacher earns over R20 000 
per month or R260 000 per annum, and this can go right up to R49 000 per month towards 
the more senior end of teaching. There are also benefits to the value of 37% on top of the 
basic salary: a housing allowance, medical aid and pension. And a 13th cheque. Plus a 1.5% 
notch increase depending on performance. However, because data on teacher quality is 
mostly unavailable, South Africa’s teacher pay system doesn’t strongly differentiate 
between well and poorly performing teachers10. 
 
Dr Mpofu is quick to point out that research shows money is not what motivates teachers, 
it’s being appreciated that does. “Money becomes secondary to teachers being able to work 
confidently in their schools and communities, and being able to make a difference,” she 
says. 
 
Prof. Heystek says his research confirms that money is not everything for teachers. He says 
we can see this from the increasing numbers of teachers who dedicate themselves to 
teaching extra hours without compensation. “There is definitely a trend of teachers getting 
more committed. I call it the intrinsic motivating factor. Teachers are increasingly seeing 
they can make a difference to their communities. It is coming from somewhere deep inside 
them. My feeling is something has clicked.” 
 
There are also those teachers who sign up and stick at teaching simply because of their love 
for children. Says student teacher and single mom Julies, who has been studying evenings 
after work by candle and solar light for the past four years: “Since I can remember it has 
been my dream to become a teacher. It was the only thing I did in the afternoons after 
school… I played school. I have always had a big love for children and it is growing stronger – 
even now after being in the classroom for almost two years. Teaching is the only thing I 
want to do.” 
 
 
This article forms part of a publication called the Human Factor that in its first issue looks at South 
Africa’s education system from the perspective of teachers (access at dgmt.co.za). 
 
For more information or for interviews about the content discussed in the Human Factor please 
contact Corné Kritzinger at corne@dgmt.co.za or 021 670 9840.   
 
View the full Human Factor on this link: https://dgmt.co.za/introducing-the-human-factor/  
View the individual articles here: https://dgmt.co.za/human-factor-media-kits/ 
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